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A Mask Discarded 


Author's Notes: 


This story utilizes the whole unreliable narrator /shifting reality/non-linear kind of thing | feel is appropriate to 
describe a haunting. Even as | don't want to give anything away, l'm also happy to answer questions post- 


reading. 


Every Halloween show Type O Negative played - and that was their thing, one might say - Peter made the 
same jokes, especially to say: "Some people like to put masks on We like to take ours off" 


Josh always thought that Peter's self-deprecating sentiments regarding the beast within were just that, but 
also, of course, his self-loathing transmuted to art, a more palatable metaphor. They were both moody that 
way: why are we, so fucked-up, even remotely successful with this shit? But he would never suspect Peter, the 
gentle goofy giant he had known since he was Il, to be an actual menace. His best friend just liked to imagine it. 
He liked to imagine a lot of things, that's why he was creative. 


Peter was no ubermensch..but even after all these years Josh wasn't exactly sure what he was, beyond a 


man ruled by obsession and appetite. 


until the moment Josh found himself in a basement - somewhere, somewhen - and also arrived at the 
culmination of a particular slow-blooming dread. Salvation and damnation were equal options as the price of 
being alive within the sight of those fascinating and intelligent green eyes. 


The cold snap had come to stay, sending all debris whirling along Eighteenth Street in a rush of frigid wind and 
there was Pete, sweeping it up in an instinct seemingly Pavlovian, born of his innate desire to instill order in his 
world. October's rust had painted those environs in fiery shades of beauteous decay. Autumn was the season 


which confirmed to him that death was indeed inevitable and inevitably seductive. 

But wait.he wouldn't even see it, he'd be on the road by now. 

What was this? 

He looked up the street, this place he knew better than any other, where his heart resided despite where his 
body might be. The figure of a woman stood some distance away, black cloak fluttering in the breeze, flaming 
hair undulating about a pale face. Crimson lips made to part, it was like he could hear her voice before she 
spoke, a breathy whisper which echoed. 


His name. 


He jolted awake, fully-clothed, lights on and miles rolling beneath his body. His heart in a stutter-stop, but not 


from the coke. 

Peter. 

He started, looking around him, his head throbbing, 

Jesus Christ, what the tuck - 

On the bus, he was on the bus, the band was on the road, it was okay. 

Peter looked at his watch.of course it had to be three AM, the hour of despair. Amazing that everyone else 
was actually asleep, or had been, at least. He breathed deep, telling himself to calm down, not wanting to pop a 


zanny now, they had press at ten, it wouldn't be enough time to sleep. His mouth felt bone-dry, he looked 
around for the bottle of water he kept with him, finally finding it on the other side of the room. He took a 


swig and the cold liquid felt like a blessing. 

To try and relax he dug out the physics textbook he had brought, the one he had read dozens of times 
already, but he found comfort in the assurances of science. He turned to the chapter on kinetics and began to 
read. He thought of stability, and knew he had invited chaos into his life. Peter, a simple boy who craved order. 


Peter, also a man who courted danger and loathed himself for it. 


He read about the forces of pressure, knowing himself warped. 


Josh realized this wasn't a basement he knew. And he knew from basements. Pete's womb, the white-paneled 
walls, he had practically lived there himself for so long. His own basement, wood-paneled and carpeted, full of 
instruments. A place he felt loathe to leave most of the time. 


This one was dank brick, black with mildew, claustrophobic, like he could feel the weight of everything overhead. 


Wait, no, that wasn't mold, it was Pete's blood on the walls. Josh couldn't make out any of the words save a 


large WASTE OF LIFE high upon the opposite surface. 
But this wasn't his place - 
A low rumbling wicked laugh behind him, the air vibrating with menace. 


"Just a place you don't know, friend” 


Why did that last word sound so evil? 


Who is she? 


"What?" was all he could manage to say and seeing those eyes he knew so well gleaming like a nocturnal 
creature, far in the dark, chilled him. Josh liked to say that it wasn't worth it to be afraid of anything, to let 
anything or anyone have power over you, and that's why he could stare death in the face now, every day, 


stare it down and strip it of its! mystery. But this - what was happening and furthermore, when? 


Because Pete was dead. A fact, but also, if Pete was dead then this was the knowledge which would end him 


too. 


He didn't sleep again, even as the words ran together, the light hurt his tired eyes, his head pulsed, and the 
gray world revealed through the windows made him want to climb out the upper hatch and throw himself into 


the path of an oncoming semi. 


You chased her so hard, and for what? Peter asked himself. Stil as fucking miserable as you ever were, fool 


"You've got to stop her, Josh," he was saying. "Or she'll come for you too." 


They told him it was a delusion, in his time on the ward. The demons, they told him, were on the inside, in his 


head. 


But he knew. She had come into his life and everything changed. And then, slipping away from him, she took it 
all with her. 


It was me or her, that's all | can say. | can't live in a world where we both exist.” 


This isn’t happening 
"Oh yes it is. Even in a dream I've come to Tell you the truth." 


"Now? Fucking now? You lied to me for so long about everything. | get it, | do, but what is this? And who are 
you talking about?" 


"You know who | mean. | would have cleaned up my mess but they wouldn't let me. And now look at me. She 


came for me; it's like | always Told you, man, it was her or me." 


The cold, which had been there all along, enveloped him. Those glowing eyes, and Pete's fangs - he'd had them 
taken out, but there they were again. 


"How are you doing this then? If you lost." 

"Because | am a monster. Death doesn't stop that" 

"Where -" 

"Does it matter? Does it really fucking matter? Are you listening to me?" 

"Why me? She got you, so that's all that matters." 

| know you don't believe it yet, but you were part of the deal.” 

"Deal?" 

"To become immortal. That's what she gave us." 

Josh laughed, and it felt wrong to be laughing in the cold, and the dark, but he couldn't help it. 
"Poor fuckin’ excuse for immortality if you ask me." 

"I squandered it, | know. And l'm sorry for that. But | didn't know I'd have to pay with my sanity." 


This isn’t happening. This is some fucked-up dream, this is lke that crazy skank who kept claiming Pete was a 


werewolf or some shit. Its not real 


"Josh, you're gonna wake up and keep telling yourself it's not real and then, and then - you're gonna see her. 


And when you do -" 


He started to ask, amused that he was humoring his long-lost best friend in a dream, "Okay, so what do | do?" 
but he had moved from one world to the next. He awoke to the alarm on his phone and quickly moved to turn 
it off. He was working second shift and it was already late morning, wan sunlight radiating around the borders 
of the blinds. Even as he stared at the bedroom he'd been sleeping in for going on 20 years, he felt as though 
he was still in that basement, looking at Peter in the form of a demon, Like the other could reach out of the 


dream and - 

Josh glimpsed his reflection in the mirrored closet doors and started at the sight. 
Goddamn you, Pete. You can't just, | dunno, come to me in a nice dream? 

you're gonna see her 


It was too absurd, even as he knew he would be looking at every person he encountered that day. What he 
wanted to do was, say, crawl into his closet and stay there. But life had other plans for him. 


Be paranoid, sure. Just enough, because you dont know what the fuck could happen even on a good day. 

Josh had the thought again that this was just ridiculous. There was a collective belief out in the world that 
Peter had done something to bring misfortune down upon him, rather than merely succumbing to weakness 
and insecurity. It was a mindfuck minefield, not to mention the depression which had shadowed his friend 
forever. But it was also true that when Pete came out of the psych ward he focused any blame outward. 


Despite rehab, despite jail, despite therapy. 


It was while he was on his lunch break that Josh realized what he should have asked was: so what's it like, 
whats after? 


If Pete didn't go to Heaven like he had wanted to and this was proof there wasn't just nothing then where? 


But then again he didn't want to go back for a second chance to find out. 


Josh emailed Kenny and Johnny. 
Been having any weird dreams? 


Johnny said no, and of course he would. Johnny was a textbook example of an easygoing guy. But Kenny had to 
fuck with him - how weird, exactly? 


Like you know Pete is dead but here he is talking to you. 

No, thank fuck. 

Josh sighed, staring at his laptop screen He refused to use his phone to email, he was a goddamn old man. It 
was delivered in the language of their blunt collective personality, but also Kenny seemed to know that "weird" 
in this case equaled "not good" He slumped in his recliner and clicked through channels - he didn't watch much 


TV but he wanted noise and distraction 


He did fell you, you know. He said does it really fucking matter? h that place, you wake up to your worst 


nightmare, forever. 


But in true Peter fashion, he didn't ask to be saved. His message was: save yourself. 


Josh didn't drink anymore, didn't have any vices now. But he wanted to; the thought that Peter was trapped in 
a bad place for eternity wouldn't leave his mind even as he didn't believe in the afterlife. He had talked to 
enough people who had coded to know that it was just a fade to black. One minute there was everything and 
the next there was nothing. 


Its all in your head But isn’t everything? 


Darkness again He was sitting in a chair now. 
"| see we've moved up in the world," Josh dryly intoned. Not a sound other than his own, like the air had been 
sucked out of the space. Eventually Peter emerged from the darkness, those shining eyes continuing to 


unnerve his captive guest. 


This wasn't the Peter he saw in death, but the idealized form he worked hard to attain so many years ago. Of 


course it would be, if one had any say over such things in the afterlife. 
Hi be damned, but Hi be goddamn beautiful while Im at it 
Josh felt an ache for those times, how fleeting they had been, how insane and how special. 


Sculpted by discipline, determination and sheer will, about 180, a near six-pack and biceps carved from the 


muscle and sinew, all the exquisite bones of his face making it impossible to look away. 

What a vision you were. 

Well, he also ached for what he felt in that time, what had consumed him but could never express. 
How | loved you. h all ways 

That hungry face, the skin so white, it leaned in close. 

"So you're a monster, huh? For real? Eatin’ babies n'shit?" 

"You don't want to know." 


That voice, as deep and dark as it ever was but it also carried the creak and dust and rot of decay. The 
devouring worm within the heart of everything. 


Josh shivered. The cold, again, like he was dead too. 


"| was pissed, y'know, that | didn't wanna go in the ground with you. But | thought about it." 
"You made a life, a real one. Mine was only a shadow. But that was the price.” 


Josh sensed his impatience bubbling beneath. Dont antagonize him. But it was only a dream, for fuck's sake, 


what did it matter? 
You an't never dreamed Ike this, kid 

"You look like every song you ever wrote," Josh finally said. "Beautiful Death and Night" 
"She loved it, when | became the fantasies | had created just for her" 

"And that's the whole thing," Josh shot back. "Fantasies. You did this to you. You" 

"| know you don't believe me. But you'll see her” 

"And then what?!" 

"Hts you or her, just remember that" 


His eyes snapped open, beholding an informercial. Its' banality did little to convince Josh that he was awake, in 


reality, safe and sane and normal. 


| really don't want to be telling you this, but -" 

Kenny shrugged and stirred his coffee. He swore by the Bulletproof, one of those crazy butter coffee 
concoctions which Josh was certain was on its way to killing people, while he settled for a Golden Latte, but 
decided not to extol the virtues of turmeric to his former bandmate. 

"Hey, you're the one who called me, so, we'll just sit here and have a coffee if that's all you want" 

"No its not all | want, but -" 

"Joshie, man -" 

Kenny hasn't called me that in years 


" = whatever you wanna say, or don't wanna say, I'll just listen, okay? | promise." 


Josh sighed. "Do you believe in an afterlife?" 


Kenny chortled, sipped at his coffee. "Nah. Not for me, anyway.” 
"Why not you?" 


"I just want it to be over, y'know? | did my time, good and bad. And | just want peace. If its gonna be forever, 


then | want some fuckin’ peace’ 

Josh let out a breathy laugh. "| hear ya" 

"Not gonna debate me?" 

"Im not that asshole anymore" 

Kenny laughed loudly. The mid-day crowd shifted their gaze toward him, then looked away just as quickly. 
"Pete wanted to go to Heaven" 

"Well yeah, if you believe in God and that stuff, then you figure you might" 

"But what if he didnt?" 

"Josh, you don't believe in any of that. So what is this?" 

"These dreams, Pete is dead but he's talking to me like I'm takin’ to you, like he didn't really die. But he is dead 
And he looks like something out of a horror movie. His eyes shine, like when you lock out in the backyard at 
3AM and there's fuck knows what out there tryin’ to get into the garbage cans 

"So what is he sayin? Is he tellin’ you there's nothin’ but Hell?" 


Oh there's a happy thought. 


"Remember when he got out and we had dinner with him at Caravelle that one time? And we were talkin’ 


about everything but all this shit?" 
"Yeah, that was fuckin’ awkward." 


"And he kept talkin’ about how she came to him and we all thought it was metaphorical, that he was thinkin’ 
about all the shit, tryin’ to figure it out, but no - he meant it, for real.” 


"A demon in his sleep, what - that?!" 


"Yeah. It took me a while to figure it out, but he said it was revenge, all of it. She destroyed his life.” 


Kenny sighed, his eyes on the table. 

"What?" 

"Goddamn, | was never gonna tell anybody this because | just didn't know what it meant, but -" 

Josh shrugged. "It's up to you, man" 

"This was a week, maybe, before the end. Somethin’ like that. We talked nearly every day, even if it was just 
about him walkin’ to church, y'know? He had the funniest stories about what he saw on the way to church 
every day." 


Josh chuckled. "Yeah he would." 


Kenny stared out the front window at the passersby. Just another day on Stankin' Island, they would have said 


in better times. 

"This one day he said, ‘| saw her today, and | said, ‘Who, Pete? Who'd ya see? thinkin’ it was probably one of 
the local chicks he banged or whatever. And he said, ‘She found me and she let me know she found me,’ and 
that's all he would say." 


its like | always told you, man, it was her or me 


"And truth be told, | wondered if he was usin’ again. Because it sounded just like that shit he was sayir 


before." 
"So then the next day -" 


"| called but he couldn't come to the phone. That was the beginning of it, cuz | didn't talk to him again. And 
goddamn, for months | thought about that, until the autopsy.” 


Was he trying fo hide from her? 

"| don't know what this means. Rationally." 

Kenny shrugged. "It's a dream, but it could be a premonition or some shit, | dunno." 
"He said he was a monster, death didn't change that." 


Kenny sat back, pushing his hair away from his face. "Fuck man, now that's a terrible thought, that he couldn't 
just be happy. God, are You listening? What's the problem? Pete was a faithful guy!" 


"But it's just a dream" 

"Maybe you should talk to somebody?" 

"Like a shrink? We get a psych eval twice a year." 

"And you're okay?" 

"Okay enough to be licensed by Kings County EMS." 

‘Its fucked up, man, | mean, | guess we all got somethin’ to feel bad about." 

And while he could protest that his brain didn't do that kind of shit, that he dreamed about Peter but he'd 
never had a nightmare, and never a dream where he knew that the other was actually dead, that this was a 


haunting - what good did it do to insist it was reaf 


Josh heard that laugh again, soft and low and mocking. 


The panic - the panic and the disconsolation and the rage and the sorrow - it choked him, threatening to 
overwhelm him. Before he had a chance to slide on his persona, second skin of steel, armor against all which 


assailed him. Especially from the inside. 


"No one knows how profound it is, what they do," Peter whispered to his reflection before turning to the toilet 
to retch up the fear. 


All day long Josh talked to Peter in his head but refused to be paranoid beyond his normal instinct for self- 


preservation. There were the usual calls and the usual problems and the usual situations. 


You were not a monster, he declared. You never were. You were a guy with problems, but you were also a guy 


touched by genus. And who would know better than me? 


This was a consideration he could not entertain, and perhaps that was why he was starting to believe he was 


haunted. With no one to tell. 


On the last call of the night - an accident on Bedford Avenue - there was the typical crowd of rubberneckers 
both vehicular and pedestrian. As Josh tended to one of the lesser-injured parties he happened to glance 
across the street where a crowd had formed. One of those people appeared unnaturally still. It was dark so he 


couldn't quite discern the figure, just the lack of movement compared to the others around them. 


‘Silver - you got the vitals?" his partner asked him. 
"Roger that," he replied. He asked the person if they wanted to ride to the ER and they declined. He gave them 


some ibuprofen and cautioned against the symptoms of shock. When he looked across the street again, 
whoever it was he thought he saw was gone. 


The uncanny, the supernatural, there was a certain romanticism to it. At least, until it actually began 
happening. Peter stopped writing about such things after that. But it was too late. 


There are some things that are worse than death, and one of them is you. 


The true horrors were ordinary. The most horrific thing of all 


"Did you ever stop to consider that | am dying? Of a broken heart? So let her fuckin’ finish me off, fine, | don't 


care!" 

Shining eyes blinked in that cold silence. 

"No, you'd never say that" 

"You don't know what I'd say - because | never told you." 

"Maybe you didn't have to." 

"Don't fuckin’ pretend like you're some all-knowing entity now. That's cheating," 

"The things you did for me, the things you said to me - | fought you, but | knew where they came from. | 
knew you loved me, even if you never said it. You didn't have to. | knew how much you loved me, knew what it 


cost you to put up with me." 


"Now this, this is the kind of conversation we should be havin! Not some bullshit about how a demon is tryin’ 


to kill me." 

"Ah, you're starting to come around, Joshie” 

Another chill through his body, 

"What | did to all of you, don't you think I'd take it back if | could?" 
"Why was | part of the bargain?" 

"Because, stupid, | couldn't have done it without you!" 


This time, he was crying when the alarm went off. He curled up in a ball and sobbed for several minutes 


before rising and facing another day. 


Josh remembered one of the last conversations they'd had. They didn't have casual conversations despite how 
long they'd known each other. All that had been done years ago. Peter was just Pete, despite Josh being 
hyperaware of how the rest of the world viewed him and how he played up to that, played into it. A man, a 
myth, someone who deserved everything he desired and was willing to work for, despite also self-sabotaging 


himself at every turn 

Pete didn't tell him the petty shit he might disclose to Kenny and Johnny. He knew Josh would be far less 
forgiving of such shenanigans now. He understood that clarity required a particular rigor and was only ever 
disappointed that his best friend, one of the smartest people he'd ever known, let it slip from his fingers. 
"Y'know, | understand that | have to accept that pain is inevitable. Doesn't mean l'm not still angry." 

"Anger is good up to a certain point, yeah." 

"But the more people take away shit, then what do | have left?" 

"You have the same thing you've always had - you make it into somethin’ else. You have your revenge.” 
"Thank you, Dr. Freud." 


"Fuck you - it's Doctor Fraud, jackass." 


Peter barked with mirth and although he couldn't see him he knew Josh was smiling that close-mouthed 


smartass smile of his. 


What was a haunting, anyway? 

Josh stared at the computer screen and the listing of results for his vague inquiry. He had been off-shift for 
an hour and his head hurt. He hadn't wanted anything, not to eat or drink as he normally did when he got 
home, not to attempt to shed the day's trauma and unwind in the primarily healthier ways he utilized now. 
Peter occupied the center of his thoughts. 

Oh wait, thats what it is. 

Not a day went by without the presence of his best friend, in some passing fashion. Generally when he listened 
to music, he would think of how the two of them loved whatever band it was. Conversely, if there was a song 
he thought was garbage, he figured Pete would have the same opinion. Or if he saw a beautiful woman on the 


street he'd think of what Pete might say in appreciation. He thought of that poem.. 


| cannot say, and | will not say 


That he is dead. He is just away. 


And of course Pete was as close as he ever was, maybe closer now. A figure in the landscape, a consideration 


in his mind. A presence in absence. 

And why now, this mania? What did it mean? 

Maybe now, ten years on, youre finally admitting it. Still angry, but you know he's gone. Forever. 

And also to admit - even as he had once said to himself its just an exaggeration - that Pete had truly meant 
to do someone harm, other than himself. He was desperate. And he had been desperate before, at various 


times, though the trauma had always been focused inward. Wanting to harm himself in the aftermath of 


betrayal. But then.. 

If you don't kill me, Im gonna have to kill you. 

its her or me 

its just a song, just another goddamn song about someone who broke your heart Thats all it is 
(how many times can it happen before there's no heart left to break) 

Black velvet stretched over concrete, that was the sound of Pete's voice. 


He spoke aloud, but softly, to the aethyrs. 


"You were a hopeless romantic who had no idea how to have a normal relationship. That's on you, boy.’ 


He did not dream, that night, of anything at all. 


On a particular day, far more sacred than any other to all of them, Josh made a visit to Prospect Park. He 
walked its' length and breadth and listened for those sounds in the world which would remind him of the most 
important relationship of his life. 


Dont take this the wrong way, droog, but | dont wanna meet you in the afterlife if thats where you are. Its too 


fuckin’ cruel, 
He had to try and believe there was something better. 


"Just think, man, if you had done it. You'd be rotting in prison. You'd probably found a way to off yourself by 


now. | wouldn't have renounced you even though it would have killed us too. But when you're sick.” 
Like | am now, heartsick. Lonely, so goddamn lonely. 
"I only ever wanted you to be okay. But it wasn't up to me." 


Josh couldn't sit by Peter's Tree - that would have been too obvious - but passed it by and saw several 
people around it, thinking their mournful, loving, obsessive thoughts. About whatever Pete meant to them, 
whoever they thought he was. So he found another tree at the other end of the park and sat beneath it on 
the hard ground until the sun went down and the freaks started to come out. But no one came near him, as 


the chill of the right set in. 
"Are you my guardian angel?" Josh asked in a whisper, a smirk quirking his mouth. 


A rumble - it could have been anything, but he took it as a sign. Laughter, of a particular deep dark and 
wicked sort. A leaf danced in a sudden breeze and landed on his leg. It was red, the edges turning brown. 


"Smartass," Josh murmured, and leaned his head against the trunk. It was enough to be here, now, in their 
city..even if their time was past. But was it? All he had to do was listen to their life's work to know that it 


was forever, as much forever as anyone was allowed. 


Life is a facade; death is a mask, discarded But my hell is not yours, old friend. It never was. 


